It is important to qualify that the observations in this paper are entirely my own, and the co-curator of the Her Noise project, Anne Hilde Neset, and other key participants in the project, may have different and even opposing views on the subject.
Her Noise: The Spoken and the Unspoken
The Her Noise project, at least in its initial manifestations-as an exhibition, a series of events, and an in-progress "living" archive at South London Gallery and other venues in 2005-was never explicitly articulated as a feminist project. In fact, the term "feminist" was not at all used, not in the exhibition catalogue, press release, events guide, marketing, or advertising copy. I want to explore first the reasons behind the erasure of the feminist voice of the project; and second, I want to ask where the feminist strategies were to be found if they were not explicitly voiced.
I begin by pointing to three unspoken aspects of the Her Noise project which I believe have never been articulated in relation to each other: the silences of Her Noise. I want to propose that through the confluence of these three silent, unarticulated elements of the project, it may become possible to identify the feminist strategy or strategies of Her Noise.
Ambiguity of the curatorial statement
The materials generated during the project make clear that Her Noise never had a well-defined curatorial statement, or at least not one that was clearly articulated. In exploring the rationale for inclusion or exclusion, the parameters of the project, and its West-centric, white, and dispersed (in terms of the range and seemingly random inclusion of artists) profile, we can begin to expose the fluid, "non-committal" nature of the Her Noise curating.
Disciplinary slippage
Her Noise used a strategy of examining one discipline (music) within the framework of another (visual art). I shall examine the usefulness of this strategy and whether disciplinary slippage might be the key to the feminist strategy of Her Noise.
Avoidance of the term "feminism"
As mentioned above, the project did not articulate any relationship to feminism. I shall consider whether this avoidance was deliberate and if so, the reasons behind the decision to evade the term.
Background
The Her Noise project was prompted by a realization that a series titled Interference The Her Noise question about the mechanisms of erasure of women on the path to canonization, in fact, concealed something much more complex that we, as curators, were grappling with, perhaps unknowingly, and that was our own struggle to understand and process the problematic "post-feminist" moment in which we were living, and into which we were maturing. The Her Noise question about the discrepancy between what we were living and what was considered to be worth historicizing was a way of reflecting on the realization that in our own curatorial work we had unknowingly replicated the mechanisms inherent in patriarchy perfectly.
Going Beyond Feminism
What is perhaps most difficult to understand is our avoidance of the term "feminism."
It does not appear in the introductory curatorial essay in the Her Noise catalogue written by the two curators, nor in any other written material, or in interviews we conducted for the Her Noise Archive. The essay speaks of our desire to "redress the balance […] and find a viable alternative to the male dominated world of music" 6 but never does it position the project as explicitly feminist.
Conceived at the height of the backlash against second wave feminism, we thought of Her Noise as "post-feminist," believing that by curating an exhibition of sound-based work by women, yet not articulating it as a feminist project, we were going beyond 7 feminism, taking one step further, thus avoiding the alienation from the visual arts establishment that an outwardly feminist project, at that moment,
would have brought about.
In How were we to speak of, and incorporate, the politics of Riot Grrrl, but also distance ourselves from this mutant form of "ladette feminism" 19 that was present in the public consciousness, and which was much louder and better marketed, than the already vague memory of the original force that was Riot Grrrl? The backlash had undone feminism-it made feminism ugly and our silence was a way of processing this undoing.
Into the Artworld
Over sixty-four venues across the UK and Europe were approached about the project on between 2002 and 2004.. The longer we sent the project proposal around, the more we felt we needed to adapt it to suit the moment and interests of the times, as well as the particular agendas of our target venues. The more rejections we received, the less confident we became. For some potential venues, we sent out proposals that did not mention that we were proposing an all-female exhibition, nor that it was a soundbased one. It began to lose shape.
Even the final articulation of the project which stated "five newly commissioned works by international artists whose practice shares the use of sound as a medium to investigate social relations, inspire action or uncover hidden ethics, and histories that we were interested in exploring with our exhibition. A number of artists in the project were also uncomfortable with being part of an allwomen show, or with the association with outward feminist politics, and articulated that quite clearly in their discussions with us.
We wanted to make sure we had a voice but the only way forward that we saw was to silence the explicit feminist politics of the project. In retrospect it is clear we were not alone in this struggle at that time: in an interview about the timing of and inclusive exhibition we could, or whether the "non-articulation" marked a strategic move aimed at infiltrating spaces that would otherwise never be ours. Were we too concerned about "coming clean" about our genuine desire to bring on board a fully fledged, unapologetic feminist (riot grrrl at that) exhibition for fear of it seeming too unfriendly a topic to cover in the context we were seeking?
It was important to us that this project should happen in what we considered to be the "mainstream space of art," knowing that the space we were trying to claim for the project could not be claimed were we to be explicit in our association with feminism. The challenge was to create a project that dealt with questions of inclusion but that would not alienate the wider public. Our approach was not to talk about feminism, but to just do feminism.. More than ten years later, I find this approach to be deeply problematic, but it was symptomatic of the moment we were working in.
Useful Friction
Positioned at the intersection of a number of disciplines and communities within the partner for Her Noise), and numerous local independent music and performance art communities. But we were not particularly focused on promoting the project to these audiences, knowing that they would come anyway. Once again, in the hope of casting a wider net, we attempted to go beyond our immediate circles by actively exposing the project to those for whom it would be new territory.
But what was the benefit of introducing grassroots musical communities into visual arts spaces? Which "official histories" did Her Noise seek to rethinkhistories of music, visual arts, or performance? The very supposition that a "sea of amazing women making music" 25 would ever be recognized and embraced by "art history proper" is naïve, irrelevant, or a provocation. And it was indeed a provocation.
The ambition to insert punk rock and Riot Grrl protagonists into visual arts spaces was a way of creating useful friction. For us, the "visual arts establishment" became synonymous with patriarchy, with the canon, a stubborn remainder of "high art" and class difference so prevalent in the UK and an embodiment of the dominant social order that was to be infiltrated and pierced. Her Noise was therefore never an attempt to rethink music history because it did not position itself within that 25 Džuverović and Neset, "Introduction," 9.
community, but it was a deliberate infiltration which adopted methods and politics of its protagonists, not in the discourse, but in the tactics and in its infrastructure.
For example the work "Reverse Karaoke" by Kim Gordon and Jutta Koether, commissioned by Her Noise, functioned both as an installation and a democratizing platform, demystifying the entire process of music production. In the work, which consisted of a yurt painted by Gordon and Koether and that housed instruments set up for a band rehearsal and a simple recording system, audiences were able to play the instruments in the gallery to the pre-recorded voice of Kim Gordon. Once ready, the audience members cum musicians would alert the technician who would record their tune. The next step was to design a CD cover, leaving one copy as part of the installation and taking the other home. Over the years, "Reverse Karaoke" amassed over 1,500 recordings, now housed within the Her Noise archive at the LCC special collections and archives. "Reverse Karaoke" and Her Noise in its entirety stood as attempts to destabilize disciplinary and gender hierarchies by reinserting two "others"
into the art history canon: the unpopular medium of sound and the previously marginalized female gender.
Perhaps the answer to the question "How is Her Noise a feminist project?" lies in its curatorial method, one that mimicks the strategies and forms of social organization present in music and sound communities, through the non-hierarchical, grassroots, empowering methodology in which agency is produced through collective action. In this sense, Her Noise was very much a Riot Grrrl project. It did not concern itself with theory nor with "proper ways of curating an exhibition" but was the curatorial equivalent of picking up a guitar without knowing how to play it and forming a band, distributing its own music, and in the process, forming a community.
Another aspect that must not be overlooked is that Her Noise also gave birth 26 Additional information about Electra is available at http://www.electra-productions.com.
Behind The Scenes
Perhaps the most important longstanding achievements of Her Noise is the "behind the scenes" infrastructural work that reached far beyond what a regular exhibition would attempt to do through the difference of its curatorial methods. Perhaps, Hélène
Cixous's notion that "woman must put herself into the text-as into the world and into history-by her own movement" 27 undergirded the difference in Her Noise of the curatorial method, one based on collaborative, empowering, and inclusive practice which was not aimed at showcasing, but at building and supporting lasting communities. Perhaps the feminism of Her Noise inscribed the curatorial equivalent of écriture feminine, the act of inserting into the fabric of the highly commercialized artworld of London, a node, one based on the ethos and ways of working that emerged from the Riot Grrrl moment.
